FORTY  THOUSAND  AGAINST  THE  ARCTIC
fix the sleepers better than any other boy around.5    (I
learnt later that this man was an ex-cracksman.)
'What Is it like there?5
'Does not look too good', he said. Tlace is full of mud
now in the summer. When you climb up the hill to get
to the pithead you slip back three steps in every four. But
of course that will be better next year. We are building
huts on the hilltops now to save the workers going up
and down every day. They are on the 'phone, and need
only come down once a week for the vikhodnoi (free day) to
attend a meeting or a sing-song. The mines are all right.
No gas—you can smoke a cigarette inside. And in winter
they are warmer than out in the open. But in the coal walls
you can see dull white fissures here and there, contrasting
curiously with the glossy black coal and the glassy icicles
that hang from the ceiling. That reminds you that you are
working under permanent ice.'
The foreman of the party approached us and asked
my friend whether he did not think it better to stop talking
and to go on with the work. He apologized to me '. . .
but you see we have to get on because in three weeks this
part of the line must be ready, and in five months it will
be . . .'
*I know, I know., don't bother to give me the whole plan.
I know it by heart now. Are you also one of the boys?'
I asked him with little tact.
'Oh, no. I am a free man. I am here voluntarily, as
an engineer. I served my sentence on the Baltic-White
Sea Canal three years ago. But I was so skilful that the rest
of my sentence was quashed and I was even decorated for my
good work.'
Seeing some doubts in my glance, he got very insistent.
'My dear friend, I will prove to you that what I say is true.
Let me tell you: I was the king of the pickpockets in Lenin-
grad seven years ago. No man in Russia could slash a fur
coat in a tramcar as efficiently as I. But when I went
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